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Policy and Practice Brief 7:
Special Considerations for ACCESS
Testing During COVID-19
Carolyn N. Waters, Ph.D.
MERC English Learner Research and Evaluation Team
Since the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), all students
identified as English learners (ELs) in U.S. K-12 public schools have been required to take an
annual assessment of English language proficiency (ELP).1 In Virginia, about 8.4% of public
school students were classified as ELs in the 2020-2021 school year.2 The Virginia Department
of Education (VDOE) along with 39 other State Education Agencies (SEAs) have adopted the
WIDA Consortium’s Assessing Comprehension and Communication in English State to State
for English Language Learners (ACCESS for ELLs© or ACCESS) test to comply with federal
accountability mandates,3 as well as to inform a variety of high-stakes decisions. WIDA asserts
that ACCESS scores have many potential uses for decision-making, including determining
when multilingual learners have reached proficiency in English, deciding about Language
Instruction Educational Program (LIEP) entry and exit, informing classroom instruction,
monitoring year-to-year student progress, suggesting how teachers might scaffold
instruction, and deciding on staffing levels.4 However, research suggests there may be
potential threats to the validity of high-stakes decisions based on ACCESS scores, including
inadequate testing conditions in some schools, the extended period of time between test
administration and the delivery of scores which results in decisions based on tests taken six
or more months earlier, and the possibility that the test may be measuring characteristics
other than proficiency in English (including cultural and academic background knowledge,
test-taking effort, shyness, and typing speed).5 It is recommended that multiple indicators be
considered when making important decisions for ELs, not just a single ELP test score.6

Special Considerations for ACCESS Testing during COVID-19
ACCESS testing during the COVID-19 pandemic presents particular challenges, not only for
test administration but also for validity, especially for students participating in distance
learning (virtual or hybrid). In Virginia, in-person instruction was suspended on March 16,
2020,7 and schools remained closed for the remainder of the academic year.8 Because of these
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closures, some schools were unable to complete ACCESS testing and received partial scores,
and all schools received scores later than usual, complicating scheduling and staffing
decisions for the following school year. In 2020-2021, Virginia school divisions were permitted
to phase in face-to-face learning options,9 and a range of in-person, hybrid, and virtual
instructional models were implemented. Noting significant learning losses over the previous
year, the Governor urged all K-12 school divisions in the Commonwealth to provide in-person
learning options by March 15, 2021,10 in the face of high risk for disease transmission
throughout the state.11 Thus, Virginia ELs and all students endured a variety of significant
instructional changes, interruptions, and challenges due to COVID-19.
Despite school closings during the pandemic, federal testing requirements, including the
mandate that all states administer an annual ELP assessment, were not waived for 20202021.12 While remote ELP tests were made available in several non-WIDA Consortium member
states,13 WIDA decided not to offer an assessment option that could be administered outside
of school buildings during the pandemic, citing concerns for test validity, security, and costs.14
In December 2020, several civil rights organizations along with the Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages International Association (TESOL) and the National Association
for Bilingual Education (NABE) issued joint letters to Virginia and other WIDA states outlining
safety and civil rights legal concerns for requiring ELs in remote learning environments to
return to school buildings solely for testing during the pandemic without options to opt out,
and urging states to extend their upcoming ACCESS testing windows. They argued that
during remote learning, the ACCESS test is likely to yield invalid and unreliable results,
because of the stresses of the pandemic and of online instruction, which could be
exacerbated by requiring students to return to schools that have been closed due to health
risks during the pandemic just to take the test. In addition, they pointed out that since
ACCESS is a norm-referenced standardized test, and individual students’ scores are based on
a comparison with the performance of a norm group of peers who previously took the test,
administering the test under far-from-normal pandemic-year conditions could further
compromise test validity.15
In late December 2020, the Virginia announced that the ACCESS testing window would be
extended to January 4 through June 25, 2021 (instead of mid-January through March), allowing
local school divisions more flexibility in their testing timelines, and requiring schools to
inform parents of how they could make known their intention to remain in virtual instruction
and not return to school buildings to test if they had concerns related to the pandemic.16 In
January 2021, the same civil rights and professional organizations urged the U.S. Department
of Education (USDOE) to issue guidance to SEAs stating they would not seek sanctions or
otherwise enforce federal testing requirements if a state or local agency failed to administer
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ELP tests to EL students who could not take the tests safely.17 In a February 2021 letter to state
school officials, the USDOE reasserted its commitment to assessment, including ELP testing,
as a means toward advancing educational equity, but invited states to request a waiver for
reporting accountability results for the 2020-2021 school year.18 Thus, many questions remain
about ACCESS test administration, reliability, validity, and score uses during the pandemic.
Recommendations for ACCESS Testing During COVID-19
●

Comply with public health guidance during test administration. Follow CDC,19 VDH,20
and WIDA21 safety guidelines with fidelity, making provisions for additional space,
time, personal protective equipment (PPE), and cleaning as needed.

●

Ensure that families understand their right to remain in remote instruction and not
return to schools to take the test. Provide this information in multiple formats and
languages that parents can understand.22

●

Recognize that planning for test administration may be difficult. There may be
students in virtual learning environments whose families do not receive or understand
communication about testing, and who do not inform schools of their intention to
forego testing, but whose students do not come in to take the test.

●

Be mindful that ELP growth rates may differ from previous years. Differences in the
opportunity to learn, levels of student stress, testing conditions, and other factors
caused by the pandemic could impact ACCESS scores.23 Virginia accountability targets
published on ELP growth tables are based on normal, pre-pandemic student scores.24
While the WIDA Consortium asserts that 2021 ACCESS scores are still a valid measure
of ELs’ current ELP abilities if tests are administered correctly, they also acknowledge
that while communities have adopted social distancing protocols and schools have
adjusted instructional practices to include virtual learning, ELP testing will be
completed in person.25 In Virginia, many ELs learning virtually will be brought into
school buildings for the first time in a year or more in order to take the test. Research
suggests that negative student affect (such as stress, anxiety, and shyness) may result
in ACCESS scores that are lower than the student’s true proficiency level.26 Because of
changes in test administration protocols for the pandemic, including mask-wearing
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during the speaking test as WIDA recommends,27 the reliability of the scores is likely to
be compromised, and scores may not accurately reflect what ELs can do in English.
●

Do not make strong accountability claims based on ACCESS. The WIDA consortium
points out that in 2021, it may be extremely difficult or impossible to isolate and
evaluate specific factors contributing to the progress and performance of many ELs.28
In addition, WIDA recommends against using ACCESS scores for teacher evaluation,
even in normal testing years.29

●

Allow flexibility and consider multiple indicators when making high-stakes
decisions for ELs, not just a single ACCESS test score,30 particularly given the
challenges of the pandemic.
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